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Abstract 
Information is one of the key sources of organizational value. As information carriers, documents, in some form, store the majority 
of business information. With the widespread introduction of social software in companies, much information is now created in 
social applications; leading social content to become one of the fastest growing content types. As with other content types, social 
content must be managed in order to realize its value and to minimize information risks. However, there is a lack of understanding 
about what social documents really are, what distinguishes them, and how they should be differentiated from other social content. 
Therefore this study examines social business documents by differentiating between social content and social documents and 
analyzes the characteristics of social documents. From this a working definition of social business documents is developed and 
challenges for their management are outlined.   
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1. Introduction 
Information has corporate value and the effective use of information is increasingly seen as critical for business 
success1. Between 80 and 90% of information in organizations is stored within documents². As a communication 
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vehicle³, a business process enabler4 and/or holder of evidence5, today documents should be seen as one of the most 
important factors of production beside land, labor and capital6. 
Through new technologies such as Web 2.0 applications, different possibilities for working and communicating 
have emerged. While in the past Enterprise Collaboration Systems (ECS) have mainly been pilot projects, 
organizations are today integrating them into their day-to-day business, leading ECS to become very important 
business systems7.  
Although the idea of collaborative work is not new, social software components such as wikis, status messages, 
blogs or forums have led to the creation of new document types. We call these documents ‘social business documents’. 
Information and document management within organisations are not new phenomena. With Enterprise Information 
Management being defined as “an integrated discipline for structuring, describing and governing information assets, 
regardless of organizational and technological boundaries, to improve operational efficiency, promote transparency 
and enable business insights”8 researchers as well as organizations already address information management issues. 
However, organizations often do not know what information they have, where it is stored or in what format it exists9. 
Social Business documents add to these problems and bring new challenges because of their differing characteristics.  
Furthermore, the volume of digital documents has increased considerably within recent years10 with social content 
being the fastest growing content type in organizations11. Nevertheless whilst many organisations have information 
management programs, social business content is often not considered and therefore largely unmanaged12. However, 
social business documents can have the same value as traditional documents and thus can be considered legitimate 
business documents that may require management as legal business records. 
While most academic studies of Enterprise Collaboration Systems only provide overviews of the domain and are 
still concerned with its adoption and use, practitioners already face the challenges of managing their social content7. 
However, in order to be able to adequately manage social business documents we need to understand their 
particularities, including their characteristics, problem areas and structure. This paper includes the first step towards 
better understanding social business documents. Section two provides an introduction to the history of documents and 
digital documents and section 3 outlines the research design and the research questions that guided this paper. Chapter 
four examines social business documents by first delimiting social documents from other social content second, 
outlining their characteristics third, providing a preliminary definition of social business documents and fourth 
discussing management challenges of social business documents. Finally, chapter 5 concludes by summarising the 
issues around social business documents and giving implications for future research. 
2. Digital Business Documents 
From its linguistic background the term document emerges from the Latin word docere and means to teach³ or to 
inform13. Even though there is no generally agreed definition of the word document this is still what documents are 
about today, they keep information fixed in order to communicate3, 14, keep evidence4, 15 and build knowledge16. Prior 
to the computer age documents were seen as textual records and were paper based3, 15. However, with technological 
developments such as the spreading of computers, the landscape of documents changed, as more and more digital 
documents arose. These digital documents changed the landscape of documents because of their different 
characteristics, usage and management needs17. Paper documents exist and have been managed for centuries. However, 
they could mainly be seen as independent of the technology with which they were produced. A written letter could be 
understood as it was; we no longer need the pen with which it was written to understand it. Traditional documents are 
bounded physical objects; with digital documents this changes. We need hardware and software, not only to create 
digital documents, but also to use and manage them after their creation3. Furthermore, new aspects like the 
duplicability17, 18 of digital documents, the originality17 and the manipulability18 create new challenges (see section 4.2 
and 4.4).  
If something is to be viewed and treated as a document is dependent on the perspective from which it is viewed. 
The objects of study in this research project are social business documents, which form a subclass of digital business 
documents. Therefore in the following, a definition of digital business documents is given which summarizes the 
aspects identified within the literature describing documents and digital documents, and maps it to the business 
domain. 
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Digital business documents are electronically stored semi-structured information, which extend our 
knowledge by supporting business communication, informing stakeholders and/or showing evidence of 
business activities. Independent of their format, but dependent on their purpose, digital business documents 
pass through different phases during their lifecycle (creation, use and disposition) and have different 
phases in which they need to be managed. 
 
The definition encompasses the different aims of business documents and draws attention to two important aspects: 
first, that digital documents are not restricted to some kind of format or medium except for being electronically stored 
and second, the need for their management after initial creation.  
The majority of our information is clustered, organized, stored, transferred and used through documents19 and 
documents “are central to the functioning of organisations”20. Therefore it is not only good, but also necessary to 
effectively manage digital documents.  
3. Research Design 
This research is part of a wider research project on social business document management. One of the objectives 
of the wider research project is to describe the nature and structure of social business documents and examine how 
these change throughout their lifecycle. In order to address this objective we need to investigate the types and 
characteristics of social business documents. Therefore the aim of this paper is to answer the following research 
questions as a preliminary step: 
RQ1: What different types of social business documents exist? 
RQ2: What is a workable preliminary definition for social business documents? 
RQ3: What are the main characteristics of, and issues around social business documents? 
RQ4: What implications do these findings have for future research on social business document management? 
This paper provides first answers to these research questions. The wider research project might lead to changes in 
the definition, the identification of more specific characteristics and further possibilities to describe social business 
documents. However, this paper presents the first step in these investigations and builds a foundation for future work.  
The research questions are addressed though the research steps shown in Fig. 1, below. 
 
 
Fig. 1. Research Steps 
In Phase 1: Defining the Research Problem, a literature review and analysis covering the topics of documents/digital 
documents, enterprise information management and social software was undertaken. Concurrently questions in the 
area of social business documents arose which were analyzed more deeply and which defined the above outlined 
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research questions. In the Phase 2: Identification of Social Business Documents leads to the separation of social 
business documents and other social content as well as a working definition of social business documents. The final 
phase discusses the management issues evolving from the special characteristics of social business documents and the 
problems within organizations. Furthermore it consolidates the findings and leads to the identification of imperatives 
for future research.  
4. Social Business Documents 
It is not only in Enterprise Collaboration Systems that we find social business documents, but other systems such 
as Enterprise Content Management Systems are also incorporating collaboration components, which lead to the 
creation of social business documents. Although they are a subset of digital business documents social business 
documents are changing the characteristics of documents14. Therefore the following section first differentiates between 
the different social business content elements (section 4.1.) before the characteristics of social documents are described 
(section 4.2.). Following a preliminary definition of social business documents is given (section 4.3.) and management 
issues are described (section 4.4.).  
4.1. Types and examples 
Depending on the software system we find different terms to describe similar functions of social software. However, 
each function has a special purpose and most functions are related to the creation of information. 
Social documents are often explained as being the content of, for example, wikis or forums. However, a wiki and a 
forum are also features of social software. Therefore a differentiation can be quite difficult to make, as the same terms 
are used for the features and for its content. Furthermore, there seems to be a lack of understanding about what a 
document in social software actually is. Social documents are created within the different Web 2.0 components and 
often have their characteristics according to their components. Among others, social software encompass the following 
features21, 22, 23: 
 
x bookmarks 
x blogs 
x chat 
x community spaces 
x forum 
x instant messaging 
x mashups 
x microblogs 
x Podcasting 
x RSS 
x Social gaming 
x social networks 
x social profiles 
x tagging 
x web-conferencing 
x wikis 
 
Taking a wiki as an example, the wiki itself is the feature. Its main purpose is usually to capture knowledge. In its 
simplest form a wiki consist of one or more wiki entries, each entry being about a special topic. These individual 
entries are the documents. Table 1 outlines some examples of social documents, which are derived from social software 
features.  
Table 1. Examples for Social Business Documents 
Name   Description Purpose/Aim 
Wiki entry One page of a wiki which includes information on the form of text, links, 
pictures and videos 
Collaborative knowledge creating 
Discussion/Forum 
entry 
Entry on a particular topic open for discussion. It can include text, pictures and 
links. 
Exchange of thoughts and 
opinions 
Blog entry Entry on a particular topic from one user. It can include text, pictures and links. Information and opinion sharing 
Status message Text message of recent update. Inform people 
 
However, not all features create social documents. Taking a RSS feed for example, the feed only aggregates and 
displays content that has been created somewhere else. Thus it only reproduces the content. Nevertheless, many social 
software features create social content that can become part of social documents. Table 2 shows some examples for 
social business content and discusses why these are seen as content and not documents. 
364   Verena Hausmann and Susan P. Williams /  Procedia Computer Science  64 ( 2015 )  360 – 368 
Table 2. Examples for other Social Business Content 
Name  Description Purpose/Aim Why it is not a social document 
Like Expression of favor for 
some specific information. 
Recommend content; 
Show consent 
If seen alone the context of the like is gone and it no longer relates to 
any information. All likes are the same, the difference is in what 
someone likes. When attached for example to a wiki entry, it becomes 
part of the social document. 
Tag A keyword or index term 
attached to other 
documents. 
Clustering content for 
better searchability 
A tag alone is just a word and has no context or explanatory power. It 
becomes part of a social document when it is attached to it and is rather 
a special kind of metadata 
Comment 
 
Written annotation related 
to another social 
documents.  
Add opinion, concerns 
or ideas to something 
A comment itself might include important information and could be 
seen as a document. However, comments are always attached to 
something and thus are only a component of a social document and 
not a document itself.  
 
A like itself has no meaning if seen independently of the document that was liked. Attached to a wiki, it becomes 
part of the wiki entry document. We call these combined documents compound documents. The idea of compound 
documents is not new. Familiar examples of compound documents are an email with an attachment or a website 
including an image that is stored somewhere else. 
Because of the possible relationships and connections of social business documents they can become complex 
documents consisting of more than one element. A wiki entry has its own content and metadata. Because of the 
interactive nature of social software and the purpose of working together it is very likely, that the wiki entry refers to 
a picture on a different webpage, has several comments from different users, is liked by several different people and 
has a number of tags indicating its topic. All these different elements make up the content and the meaning of the 
social business document and thus need to be captured and managed together.  
4.2. Characteristics 
Social Business Documents are a subset of digital documents. Therefore many characteristics of digital documents 
also apply to social business documents. These, as well as special characteristics for social business documents will 
be discussed in the following. However, the list below is only a first summary of the most visible aspects at the moment 
and will develop over time.  
 
Technology³: As outlined earlier, one important characteristic of digital documents is that we not only need specific 
technology to create it, but also to use and maintain it. Social documents not only require a PC or other device, but 
most often also the specific software program it was created with to use it again. It might be possible to export 
documents from a program and to read and manage it outside the system it was created with, however, generally the 
software is required as well. 
Storage9: While traditional digital documents, such as word processing files or similar are stored in file structures, 
social documents are stored within the software program and in the system backend most often as entries in databases. 
Accessibility: In general social documents are only available through network connections, either the 
organizational intranet or the internet. 
Location independent: Because of their digital nature and the accessibility though a network, social documents 
are largely, location independent. 
Changeability9: With paper documents, we had the possibility to change them by writing within the text or to 
create a new document directly including the changes. In both possibilities, the changes would be visible, as the 
original file would not be overwritten completely. With digital and social documents it is possible to make changes 
directly in the ‘original’ document. If it is not saved separately, or some kind of version control is active then the old 
content is overwritten and not visible any more. 
Duplicability17, 18: Digital documents can be duplicated relatively easily, by direct duplication functions or by 
copying and pasting content. 
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Originality17: Because of the changeability and the possibilities for duplication it becomes difficult to differentiate 
between the original document and a copy of it. 
Preservation17: It is hard to determine how long we can preserve social documents. Physical files could be stored 
for centuries, but the lifetime of technologies which we need to use and manage social documents is decreasing. 
Structure9: Social documents are less well-structured. A status message for example has no heading or a wiki is 
rarely addressed to a specific person. 
Content: Social documents can comprise many things such as text, images, videos, links etc. However, they often 
consist of more than one element. As compound document a wiki entry can consists of the entry itself, a comment to 
it and an attached file. 
Content connectivity17, 18: Digital documents can be linked to each other and can include links to other information 
which could make them dependent on each other. 
Metadata1: Social documents usually have some attributes saved with them, which describe themselves or their 
content. When creating social documents the system in general automatically saves some metadata like a name or a 
timestamp. 
Format: Most often social documents are saved in some kind of markup language like html. However, the format 
is not set or pre-defined and could be any digital possibility. 
Authoring9, 17: As collaborative documents, social documents can be authored and edited by multiple people and 
it is sometimes possible to edit the document concurrently. 
Lifetime/Durability/Closing: Formal documents such as policies or procedures, which can be saved as wiki entries 
may require long life times. Informal documents such as a blog entry might only be interesting for a moment or for a 
much longer time24. Furthermore, with social documents it is often unclear, when they are ready/finished. The question 
for example of when a discussion is terminated is hard to state, as it theoretically could go on forever.  
Variability: Depending on the software program similar looking social documents like two wiki entries in two 
different applications might be different in their format, functions and content (compound documents). 
Most of these characteristics lead to many positive opportunities in working with social documents. However, as 
Liu discusses, new characteristics also lead to new problems17. Questions about the originality of a document or its 
durability are directly derived from the characteristics outlined above. However, issues such as ownership, 
responsibilities and controllability emerge as well. Section 4.4 will further outline management challenges of social 
documents. 
4.3. Definition 
As already outlined in its definition, digital documents should not be restricted to a specific kind of format or a 
specific medium. Regardless if it is a word document or a video and if saved on a hard drive of a computer or on a 
smartphone it can be a digital document. Social business documents are a subclass of digital documents. However, 
they exist because special software tools give us the possibility to create documents, which have different 
characteristics. Based on the definition of digital documents given above a first working definition of social business 
documents was developed below. 
 
Social Business Documents are user-generated electronically stored semi-structured information created 
with web 2.0 applications or social software components, which extend our knowledge by supporting 
business communication and/or informing stakeholders. With the focus on interaction between 
stakeholders, social business documents often do not only consist of one single instance, but are compound 
objects of different social content. Independent of their format, but dependent on their purpose, social 
business documents pass though different phases during their lifecycle (creation, use and disposition) and 
have different phases in which they need to be managed. 
 
Underlined within the above definition are those aspects, which extend the definition of digital documents to social 
business documents. What is emphasized here are three different things. First, the idea that social business documents 
have an interactive nature and live through the communication and cooperation of people. Second, even though they 
are still independent of a special format their creation is linked to a special kind of technology (web 2.0). And third, 
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that social business documents are often more complex documents consisting of several objects leading to compound 
documents. The purpose of digital business documents to function as evidence of business activities was left out of 
the definition. Notwithstanding that social business documents can function as evidence for business activities it is not 
their main purpose. Especially later in their lifetime social business documents might become the proof of something 
or even a record that needs to be managed properly. 
The definition provided above is a working definition. Despite the concretization to social business documents it 
does not directly outline characteristics of social business documents and associated issues. This study, and the wider 
research project, will explore further aspects through the detailed analysis, modelling and further work with social 
business documents, which may lead to extensions or amendments to the definition. The definition itself only describes 
the types of documents we are dealing with in this research endeavor it does not yet specify their structure. 
4.4. Discussion: Management challenges 
Information has corporate value and is an important organizational asset1, 6. However, the increasing volume of 
digital content in organizations can become a liability if left unmanaged25. Already in 1995 Sprague argued that the 
management of documents is often one of the most challenging tasks for information systems managers in 
organizations². Because of their characteristics, social business documents add to these challenges as they can contain 
important business information, which must be managed. Furthermore, with today’s possibilities for communication 
and interaction much more information is saved as communication is now fixed with text, which otherwise would not 
have been kept. This bears the risk of over-retaining information that could normally be destroyed9. Beside storage 
costs, over retention can lead to risks in e-discovery, and may also reduce the quality of the overall information. With 
more and more information it becomes harder to find something and its management becomes more difficult. 
Therefore, social business documents should be included in existing information management strategies.  
However, social content in general is only rarely included in organizations’ information management strategies and 
it is not managed as systematically as other business information. Often social business information is managed 
informally or not at all7. In a study among German companies (33 participants) from different industries we asked 
companies who have policies or guidelines for social content management to identify what is included in those policies 
(see Fig. 2.). The findings reveal that the major topics are protection (through e.g. access rights) and usage issues such 
as etiquette and content restrictions, information organization is also addressed by 40 to 65% of organizations. Thus, 
they include responsibilities, classification guidance (tagging and metadata), templates (content rules) and storage 
advices (place of creation) in their strategies. However, less attention is directed to the long-term management of social 
documents. Aspects such as deletion of content, archiving and retention periods are seldom being addressed. This 
bears risks in areas such as information overload, outdated information resources, lower search effectiveness etc.26.  
 
Fig. 2. Aspects included in social content management strategies and guidelines (n=14)26 
 
Today the introduction of ECS and collaborative software components is often without clear goals and without a 
strategy for information management. However, if information management is not addressed from the beginning of 
the ECS/Social software usage, this can lead to significant problems in the future. Employees might not be able to find 
and retrieve important knowledge and legal discovery requests and other compliance requirements might not be met26.  
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
Retention periods for social content
Archiving
Deletion
Template (content rules)
Place of creation (e.g. blog vs. forum)
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Etiquette (e.g. code of conduct)
Content restrictions
Protection (e.g. access rights)
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One reason why social business documents are not yet addressed in information management strategies might be 
the uncertainty and lack of awareness of what social business documents really are, and what makes them special. 
However, the construction of compound documents as well as the interactive nature of social documents bears new 
challenges. Questions such as how many and which versions of a document need to be saved, who owns collaborative 
content, how long do we need and want to preserve certain things, who is responsible for the management etc. need to 
be addressed. Besides, it is not only the new nature of social documents, but also employees’ behavior, technological 
challenges and business issues add to the already existing problems27.  
5. Conclusion and further work 
The proliferation of social software continues to increase. It is becoming a business critical factor28 by providing 
the opportunity for competitive differentiation29. Even though there has already been much research in the area of 
social software within recent years, it was mostly concerned with its general nature and its introduction. Other issues 
such as content and document management have mostly only been addressed by practitioners7. However, in terms of 
legal and regulatory compliance social documents are not different to traditional paper documents or digital documents 
such as emails22. Therefore social business documents need to be managed throughout their whole lifecycle, from 
creation, to use and disposal30. Not managing social documents can lead to significant business risks in different areas 
such as compliance, poor data quality and knowledge loss. 
In order to better understand social business documents, to overcome the challenges outlined above and to be able 
to better manage social business documents we need to know their structure and behavior during their lifetime. This 
paper provides first insights by outlining the different types of social business documents and separating them from 
other social content. The notion of social compound documents has been introduced and the characteristics of social 
documents outlined. However, a deeper understanding of their structure, better insight into how the different social 
documents and other social content relate to each other as well as a lifecycle view showing the possibilities and changes 
of social business documents is needed. Therefore, future research is currently underway in which the authors propose 
a means for modeling of social documents as a four phase process: 1. Object modelling; 2. Functional/Activity 
modelling; 3. Content Modelling and 4. Lifecycle modelling. Within the object modelling, the document objects 
themselves as well as their relations to each other will be modeled. The functional/activity modelling phase should 
show possible use cases, before the content modelling outlines the structure of social documents. Phase four, the 
lifecycle modelling should finally bring together the before outlined phases and extend them to show the changing 
elements during the lifecycle.  
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